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of §iiéﬁté news, the attitudes of the science sources toward .
reporting in their field, and the factors related to accuracy. The
vanderbilt News Archives Index was examined to locate science. S

stories. When a located item was reported on more than one network,
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rotating basis. Transcriptions were.made of the news broadcast

audiotapes and mailed,with a questionnaire to the attributed source.

The original scientists contacted by reporters were asked whether

inaccuracies had occurred in the news report, how the reporter had

gathered the data,; and what the respondents’ attitudes were toward
network television. The Charnley method of newspaper accuracy __ _

assessment was used, with approprigte variations for its application

to television,; though it was found that sources were difficult to

track down and that transcripts of the broadcasts lacked the visual

. element that is important in television news coverage. Based on those

presumed to have received the questionnaire packets, there was a 56%

return rate. Data revealed that nearly half the respondents (48:5%)

found the stories completely accurate, while 14% judged them somewhat
inaccurate. Among respondent complaints were lack of air time given-a
Subject, omission of essential details, sensationalism; confusing
presentation of facts, and misleading editing practices: Although
preliminary findings indicate that television Science news is
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slightly more accurate than newspaper coverage, this finding may be

due to factors like the brevity of television stories and printing

errors that are beyond a news writer's control: (CRH)
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Scientific Sources' Perception . N

= of Network News Accuracy ' S

~ Barbara Moore
! Michael Singletary
University of Tennessee
Abstract S o

| This study examines the accuracy of the Bhree commercial metwork

v newscasts ithébéftiﬁ§<SCiéﬁéé news; the attitudes of scientist -- .-

: sources toward television reporting in. their field, and the factors which
seem to be related to errors. “The researchers used the index to the
yahdé%biif News Arghiv;é to find sciéhcé‘stqriés reported on the
three networks from July, 1982 to December, 1982. Selected stories
were ordered from the Archives and transcribed. A copy of the tran-.
scription and a qUéstionnS%?éfwere sent to each of the scientists to
whom a story was attributeg. The questionnaire asked them whether
inaccuracies had occurred, how the reporter had gathered the infor-

“mation, and what the-respondents’ attitudes were toward network
N Eéievisiéh; The methodology used to determine aeca?aey,was'simiia?
to that used in some studies of scierice and general répprtih; in
newspapers. | | B |
Results showed that #8.5% of the respondents said that the
story was entirely éccarégg. Orie study of the accuracy of science
reporting in newspapers -indicated only 29.4% of scientists find the
story completely accurate. In the present study, respondents com-
slained most frequently that too little time was given to the story
and that essential dfftail was omitted: The respondents' feeling
about television reporting was measured by an attitude scale. Al-

though scientist -- sourc®s were somewhat critical of science
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fébé%%{ﬁg on' television,; they considered it was still worth their
Ctime to talk to reporters. . The scientists were asked ébout'gﬁe
néwsgaihériﬁg;prbCEss tthe origin of the story, type of contact

" with réportér,;étcz) and these anSWérSjﬁéré crosstabulated with
their perceptions of the storyis“accuréty!
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SEIENTIFE SOUREES' PEREEPTION OF
; NETWORK NEWS ACCURAEY .
Abstract
i‘;:
|
Th1s/rstudy exaiines the accuracy of three network newscasts in
£ - reportmg ,&fc1en'e news; the attitudes of S'cié'nt1st == sources toward
te]eviS$§P rép’rtihg in their field, and the factors which seem to
. be related to errors. Accuracy is meaSured by the sources to whom
the reporters attribute the story. When compared with data from pre-
vious studies of science news accuracy in newspapers, the present
{ study indicated fewer errors for television news.
;.
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Sc1ent1sts, commdn1cat1ons researchers,l and even the popu]ar
?

ﬁFéSsz are aware of t he 1ncreased interest by the American peop]e

in science news of all sorts, but the translation of science. 1nto

media-appropriate language is not without danger. Reporters have
to assimiiaté technical jargon about the éhVironment, nuclear éhéféy;

Without distorting the meaning. To Goodfield, the difficilties in

‘trans1at1on are worse for the te]ev1s1on journa11st

"If there are problems enough for thé print media, it

is in te]ev1s1on, particularly in news and magazine programming;

that we see the constraints grossly exaggerated. The problems

of the scoop, of -market pressures acting on both the reporters

and the owners of the station, of the speed with which the

news must be both presented gand then superseded--all-are

monstrous]y d1storted here:

B

Accord1ng to polls in recent years, although the resu]ts are

CL\
U)\

isputed by some many Amer1cans say that they re]y on television as

their chief source of news and that they consider it the most

credible news med1um Therefore, te]ev1s1on wou]d see to have a

special responsibility to present scientific -- especia]]y medica1,--

t

news aeéa?atéiy; False hopes, unnecessary worry, and poor health

In the eyes of the peop]e Who serve as sources of 1nformat1on,,

how accuraté is science news on television? If it is not ent1re1y
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accurate,; what k1nds of errors occur most often? What are some of

the factors that seem related to those errors? This ﬁéﬁér WiTT examine

those questions by using techn1ques typically app11ed in studies of

newspaper accuracy. The paper will fbéﬁs on accuracy in science news
ay

reporting by three commercial network news departments. .

\

Severa1 researchers have attempted to find out How accurate]y

newspapers report genera1 news. The most comiion techn1que, which was
_ ) . _ A B ‘ Y .
developed by Chérh1éy;4~eéhSiSts of c11bpihg an article out of a

" and ask1ng them to eva]ugte its accuracy. Th1s kind of research has
shown 40 to 60 per cent of the stories are inaccurate, although some-
times in very minor ways.> Very little research has begn done on
accuracy,inrte1evisibn news. Singletary and Lipsky found that when
local television news stories were transcribed and sent to the sources,
64.5% of the itéms were enfirely accurate:® ‘

Some research has focused on the print media's handling of
scientific news; where accuracy may be more difficult to obtain and

/where it may be even more necessary than for general news. O0'Keefe
surveyed bhysiciahs ;ha %éaha thét'théy believed thé'média did not
incompleteness of reports ard the ignorance and lack of judgment on
the part of the reporter were thé factors cited most often as

preventing medical news stories from serv1ng an educational funnt1on

%

Tichenor et al. found thét.Sé.Q% of the scientists questioned in their

survey-believed sc1ence news was generally accurate. 8 When they were

ES

asked to look at spec1f1c art1c1es ‘in which tﬁey were. quoted 94.59%

N
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considered the articles in general to be accurate.. _

Bunwoody and Scott exéﬁ1ned the contact between the sc1ent1st

" afd the Journa11st 9 Their research 1nd1cated that scientists thought

bvofrcoverjng science news than newspapers, -

magaz1nes did a better'
te]ev1s10n or. rédi6f7‘Aithba§h—méhy 6%'théir réspohdéntsrhad been

i

- ground 1nd1catéd no spec1a1 expert1se. Like Tichenor gt_g_.;
authors found a discrepancy between the §ciehti§t'§ evaluation of
accuracy in media coverage of science in generaT,and in the coverdge, of
the §£§;y in Which they had been citéd. Ji;§ l
.Shggherd and Goode used stories written about marijuana in
. magazines and hewspaheré té ae%erﬁihe on Whét basis rebérteré choose

their sources..0 Being a pub11shed author on the topic was not a maJor

criterion: Instead, Shepher?‘and Goode's research 1nd1cated.that~

who were cons1dered to be ;xperts on the top1c of druqs 1n genera] were

,.,.

mest 11ke1y to be se]ected by reporters
‘. + Tankard and Ryan sent newspaper art1c1es about Sﬁ?ence to the

sources and asked whether any of 42 different erroré had occurred in

bl

the‘stor1es.11 Only 8 8% of the stgries had no errors, according to
the respondents. Believing this 16; percentage might be a result of
the large number of possible errors Tisted in the questionnaire; Pulford
did another follow-up study using fewer categories of errors: % The
scientific scurces found 29.4% of the §t6rié§‘iﬁ his survey to be
completely free of errors. Tankard and Ryan's study.also examined the

att1tﬁ§es of the scientists toward media coverage and learned many

g

were critical of how newspapers cover their ‘field.

N —— &
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A quest1on that has concerned severa] of these c0mmun1cat1ons
researchers is: What source of 1hformat1Qﬁ produces the fewest

" errors? Berry's studies fqﬁnd the press release led to the most

.. accurate, stor1es 13‘_(§ ?7111nghast po1nts out, material 1n the
S ’\7 g ] _ .
press re1ease usua]]yv1s controlled by the source14 and so Wou]d

\ more likely seem accuratevto "the source.) The second most accurate

’ * source of in%brmétibﬁ; étcér&ihd to Berry's study, was the ﬁerS§ﬁa1
ﬁnterv1ew but Scanlon found the interview 1éésg effect1ve 15 .
Borman used a pane1 of experts to judge the accuracy of stor1es
~ . ‘ /ﬁﬁ a variety of. maga‘zmes;16 She found that half of the articles
‘ere considered accurate by at least eight of ten evaluators. The
: “omission of rejévath%hfbrmatyéh Was their major criticism, as if had
been with scientists in Pulford's research. - " A
' ' | ‘ © METHODOLOGY
, < .

Applications of the Charnley method of accuracy assessment to
:\fv news presented logistical as well as mettodological problems.
" Television news uses less attr1but1on than print, and the éEEr1but1on/
_contains 1es; information. The only identification frequent]y s a
F(a”me and' perhaps the cidy where the interView is taking place. If
there is no interview, the information may be even mofé‘sparéé. Therg>

T fore, it is difficult to track down the sources cited in stories.
Another problem, 6? ‘course, is that television stories can not be,
clipped out and ma11ed The researcher can get a transcr1p;{of the

- .
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For this study, the researchers began by exam1n1ng the index

to the Vanderbilt News Archives from Ju]y 1, 1982 to December 31,

source c1ted 1n the story. If the source had a label that indicated
sc1ent1f1c expert15g, sa\h\as meteoro]og1st doctor, or ecologist)
the stocy was considered scientific in nature: ) S -
For stdries that shared the same subject matter and that used -
the same sources, only. one version was uskd: ‘Tﬁé decision on ﬁhich
Story. to keep was pade By rotating the networks. If ABC, CBS, and
NBC all &ia Eﬁé ségzd:;ientific story (not an unusual occwrenceiJ
then ABC s version would be chosen first; the next t1me, CBS's ahd
then NBC s, etc: This step was taken for two Cﬁasons F1rst the"
bd?bééé of this study was ?ot to find out Wh1ch network was most
accurate but to examine howiaccuraté science news on the networks
is overall. Secondly, {%_aﬁé source answered questions about all
the Versions of a éunning %tory from the three networks, his or her
response’ would have skewed the results. More 1ikely that person would
not have bothered to wade through so much material. An effort wad made
to find an address on each of the major sources. In about two-thirds
of the stories, enpugh identtfication was given to make it possible
o af Teast guess at an address: The aldio tapes of the selected
$€;ries were ordered from Vanderbilt and transcribed. The transcrip-

tions, including the anchor's lead in and interviews, were checked

several times for accuracy, but in such Work, there is always a chance

10
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that thé ’pak'e'ﬁ words will be mi'stjh‘dérswod “Fach scientific source

- was sent a copy of the transcr1pt a stﬁmped addressed return

found-in eaeh "of the stor1es, the newsgather1ng process, and the s
L— - '

attitudes of the sc1ent1sts toward media coverage o? their f'éTd

r\

Rec1p1ents ware a1so a%ﬁed*to te11 what ‘was the1r h1ghest academic
degreé- how often they watch\Qetwprk newscasts. wh1ch med1um does the

{best 3ob of c0ver1ng science mews, and how often they have been on a

network newscast

After a.pilot test of 10 sc1ent1st sources, 215 packets were ma1'éd

~

—lrr

A fo]]oW’up 1ette was sent two weeks 1ater, six weeks after the

’ . ‘ 3 .
ifiitial mailing, those who still ha@znot responded were sent another

. [P ) ] . )
copy of the transcript and‘the qdestionnajre. The number returned;,,i
due to insufficient address was 41. OF the remaifling 174 questionnaires,
99 were comp]eted and mailed back for a response rate of 46% based on

the tota] mailing; ar 56% based on on]y those presumed to have !
received the packets:. - a - M

N RESULTS

. e .

, o e S
Almost hﬁ]f of the recipients (48;5%) found the stories tbhb]étély

k\\-iccurate wh11e only 14% Judged them to- be "somewhat inaccurate." No

v‘.lw

one thought .the story Was "Large]y 1naccurate See tjb]e one} Tab]e
Y A -
two indicates which errors the respondents found in their stor1es It

e -
should be pointed out again that the ;transcripts did not conta1h~a

,‘ . ' S I S
reminder of the video portion of the story. -Thé respondents, there-
fore, had to'depend-gh th ir memory of a story that appeared, in

>~ .“;‘
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. conclusion-"

“they felt repo?ters uéed in covering their §torie§*

soile cases, almost a year before. More reséirch needs to be done

~

o determ1ne if the v1sua1 e]ement does 1ntroduce e]ements that
1y .

sources censider m1s1ead1ng
.The most common complaint was that the air t1me gzven the story

was not adequate. One respondent commented: "Brev1ty never does

justice to.science."” Another said: “The description (of my research)

is so'brief that an un1n1t1ated observer w111 reach an erroneous
A th1rd person said: "One minute for the beg1nn1ng of
fuclear energy? Ridiculous!® | L

Some, of the Sources (35:4%) said that essential detail wad omitted.

~One scientist pointed out that more data were avaiiaaié to the'reportér

bthers comp1a1ned about spec1f1c facts-that were left out For examp]e,

a respondent said that one report showed a dental school graduate DA

.

working as .a bartender. The Story implied that hé cou]d ot get a job

in his chosen f1e1d but the respondent sa1d the graduate was Just /”
wa1t1ng the two months necgssary to get a, state 11cense to practice.

Some\sc1ent§sts were concerned about the sensationalistic approach
& ' ) ' : ]
Tﬁe complaints

.
include:

-

through;" and "caut1ons and caveats" were removed to g1ve a report

-

an overly optimistic tone: One respondent said; "The story: did not

truly déserve the notoriety it received in the context of its Wimited

scientific achievement." “Another said that reporters were "iore-

interested in catch phrases than in dealing With complex concepts.” -
Soretifes; the information #éportéd‘jé accurate, per se, yet

A A
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~viewers are confused as a result of how it is presented: A respondent

;éitea'the following example: The results of a study on coffee were >§
reportea; but they were not compared to normal human éohsomptioh; A
source said the prevalence rate for the condition he was studying

" could range from 2% to 26%:"Tﬁé réporter chose the larger number,
which included very mild cases, ahd could report, therefore a cure

;o ' rate of 95%. The sc1ent1st saw the report as be1ng accuraté but

g1v1ng false hope to peop]e with severe cases. As one sc1entist
summed up: "The viewers probably got the basic idea, but no real

knowledge. "
%

It might seem hard for a person interviewed on camera to claim to
be misquoted; their commehts are on videotape for all to see: But
if the editing is done improperly, inappropriate meanings may be
introduced. One scientist said of his interview: “The only remark
used was trivial and almost irrelevant; the rest werg omitted." A “
second source was even more vehement: "Editing is the core 6f;thé
seem illogical or even ridiculous: . . . Expert op1n1on shoild be
given-in one block." Ahother suspected the;pprpose-o?.thé editing
was to préSéht a "prédetermihed'Viéwh by the réportér.

ma jor ; somet imes m1nor Ohe story to]d about an ocean that had beeh
3
"d1scovered " but the report s source said. the .ocean ‘s existence was

on1y 1nferred from a theory. A w1nter was descr1bed as the coldest

vaves, it did not $et a record.

13




Other complaints did not fit neatly into categories: Some in-
volved obvious errors of fact: The reporter used the statistic of
75%; the source says the truth is closer to 1%: Another said;, "Mich
of the data (in the broadcast news item) was taken froman inaccurate
wire story.” One scientist complained that the story "gave con-
clusions not in our report." "An imposs}bié mixtire of myth and
hypothesis" is how a researcher described the.network's version of
his study:

Some of the sources were unhappy with the reportér's choice of.
information to include and to émpﬁgsizé. A spokesperson for a group

said his comments about the group's purposes were omitted. A re-

searchier complained that a story on his work "focused upon the patient--

hot the technology or the scientific aspects:" Two other scientists «

sdid more information should have begn given about patients chosen

for experiments. Broadcast jéufﬁé1i§é§ were chastised for not check-

ing With "other authorities in the field to present a more balanced

story." A physician said too often reporters assume the story is well

known to the audience and then ignore data that may confuse the

accepted idea of truth. ‘

The perceptions of tHe overall accuracy of the story were cross-

"‘¢35u1atéd with the kinds of errors. The results indicate that some
6}%tﬁdsé who categorized the story as entirely accurate, nevertheless,
omitted; 18% thought the coverage was too sensationalized, and 28%
béiiéGea their story deserved more air:time. Over half of the re-

spondents who thought the story was generally accurate also were

14
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concerned that essential detail was omitted (53:1%) and air time was

too brief (56.2%). A third found the coverage too sensationalized

(38:2%& and feared that it left a mistaken impression with the
audience (33.3%). OFf those who said the news report was somewhat
ihatéd?até; 71;4% thought éSSéﬁtiaJAHétai1 was 6hitfé?; 72:.7% that
they were quoted ihéééﬁfété]j;.76;9% that their dﬁétés Wéi? edited
inappropriately; and 84:6% that the audience was left with a mjstaken
ifpression. The brévity of the air time concerned 53.8% and the
sensationalizing of the story bothered 57.1%.

- This study also looked at some of the factors that are commonly
coqsidéréd by communication researchers or by the popular press to
accuracy were crosstabulated with some of these factors. For example,
researchers have disagreed about how the origin of a §E6Fy:Fé15Eé§
to its accuracy: A third of our respondents did nat know how the

°

But for those who did know; the perception of accuracy seemed to be
related to whether the story originated with a news release or a
personal interview: That .is to say; about 63% of stories which
originated in a news release were judged “entirely accurate"; but
only 27.3% of stories which originated through personal interview
déré judged "entirely accurate." Other'soﬁrcesisuch as "personal
knowledge, press conference, reporter at;event,.brihiéa article; or
other" were not related to story accuracy, although some cells in a°

'



connection between the respondéﬂts perception of accuracy and most’

of the other factors: The frequency and type of contact (telephone;

personal interview; etc:) were unrelated to perceptions of accuracy.

Also unrelated were the amount of time spent with a reporter/producer,
S and whether the information was reviewed by the source before broadcast

N répOrtnng. (See tab]e four) Resilts indicate that the respondents
N were critical of TV caverégg of science news but saw the importance
of that covéragé to the pubiic.(7é.?% strongly agree) and were willing
to take the time to explain their research to reporters (36.4% strongly
agree and 47.5% agree). A

This study also compared the background of the respondents to
their perception of the story's accuracy. The type of academic dearee
(bachelor, masters, Ph.D., M.D:.; other) held By the respondent seemed

to make little difference, with one exception: - A higher percentage
of medicaTXoctors (63% n=41) found the s§ory "entirely accurate"

while only 29% (n=24) of Ph:D:s said a stqry was 'entirely accurate.

But half of the Ph:D.s thought the story was “generally accurate." _
There was a tendency for the amount of network TV viewing to be
positively related to perception of accuracy, but the relationship
was non-significant. Only 3% of the respondents said they never

, yétchéd network newscasts while 80% said they watched at least once
a week. Respondents were asked which medium does the best job of
covering science news; 70.3% séi& &éééiiﬁééé 19.8%, newspapers;
7.7%, television; and 2.2% radiq. Finally, they were asked whether
they had ever been on a network newscast before: Over 75% of them
said yes. |

16




S
,?jhaiiy;'réspon&éhts were invited to add any comments about
stfence news reporting. Some were complimentary of Eﬁé reporters
they had met. One said: "My reaction was a very positive one:
Those who interviewed me where cansiderate and helpful. The
reporters quoted fie accurately in all instances: Another responded

3

that his dealings with the media had been "favorable;" but he foup
that the smaller the station or newspaper was; the less 1ikely the
reporter was to be experienced and the less likely a good job would
be done. . : S

manner." "Material i5 chosen to maximize any sensational or bizarre
or contraversial aspects of the work. Accuracy means little. The .
reporter and producer will literally air anything to attract an

audience. Basically TV news is junk and any science news included

is little if any better."

‘Some scientists offered suggestions for improving network science
coverage. Several said science stories require more time than a few '
said a weekly 15-minute program would do a better job and another
suggested a format similar to the MééNéii[téﬁ%é% Newshour to present
science news: Some blamed problems on the reporters and thought TV
should use more specialized science reporters. Some blamed the
commercial nature of network television. “Science news, as other
news, suffers from the fact that we have an entertainment medium

rather than an inforimation medium. Frankly, 1 don't see much hope

17
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for 1mprovement as 1ong as the ‘driving concern 1s to get someth1ng{£~//x\\
- s1mp1e and sensat1ona] so as to be cons1stent w1th the sponsor S

desire to sell someth1ng;

DISCUSSION

.l

Like many other studies affaccarécy, this research allowed the
sources cited in the story to judge accuracy. The journalists were
not given a chance to defend their work. If they could, they might ;
point out that ObJect1ve errOrsl7 are éas}1y made under the pressure

érrors--such as emphasis, éditing; and sensationalism--might be denieds

completely. . The journalists would say that they éFé;jﬁét trying to -
V . make complicated material simple enough to understand and interesting
enough to aftfati attention. The journalist's purpose is not to turn

>

out a scientific treatise for the enlightenment of a few spec1a11sts

in an estor1c field: 18 |

It is, of course, imposgibjé with this méthodo1oqy to compare
o

with any k1nd of prec1s1on;19 nevertheless; it is interesting to
note that the error rate for network TV news' science coverage (48.5%
said a story was "entirely accurate") is better than the rate for

newspapeit coverage of science (29.4% of the stories were "completely

: B X , e
accurateﬁ\in Pulford's study) and is roughly comparable to magazines
(Bormah réﬁortéd 50%). Of course, the accuracy rate for newspapers'

3
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Do these statistics mean that network television is more accurate
_than iocai newspapers in reportihg scientific news, or do they just

-
v ;jﬁés room for errdrs to be comm1ttéd7 Do the f1nd1ngs merely under—

1iné the fact that television correspondents do not have to worry

about the misspe111ngs and-typograph1ca1 errors that plague -print

. L C s e _____
®. Jjournalists? Do the results indicate that as n:290n31 organ1zat1ons s
N the networks can afford to hire ébéciéi??ié in s€iemce reporting

; . while local h?ﬁébéberi may not have the resources available? The

.

only def1nﬁte conc]us1on that can be drawn owm the basis o

the data

is that -network news does not do as bad a job as its worsf critics
suggest nor does it do as good a job as it should.

what do the findings tel] us about the ‘overall accuracy of net-

A

work newscasts? Researchers 1n pr1nt Journa11sm have found that the
_accuracy rate for science news is lower théh‘thét of geherai Hews.
?his tbhciasidh §s‘hbt‘surprising,sincé the compiéxitiés of science
into 1ay Ianguage The networks emp]oy tra1ned sciernce reporters
but dognot use the beat system as extensively in other areas as
\j? newsﬁaﬁers do;ze‘therefore, it is difficult to answer that question
7 aléh.
How do the networks compare with local stations?- When Singletary
* and L1psky Tooked at general news reporting on the local level, they

vthund that 64 5% of the respondents said the story was ent1re1y

~
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-accuracy of the same story in several media to come up with more
definite answers.

The major complaints of the respondents -in this study were 7
that inadequate air time was devoted to the story (38.4%) and that
" essential detail was omitted (35.4%). Tankard and Ryan found the

mpst frequent target of criticism was "misleading headlines" (82.4%),

~

and the second, target was thé:dmfssion of "essential detail” (76.3%).
. Pulford's study found these two complaints most ébﬁﬁéﬁ-éiéé;"?ﬁé'?b?
magazines, Borman found the ﬁajor area 6f'cEiEiéi§ﬁ was the 6ﬁi§§i6h
of relevant informatjqn. Singletary and Lipsky found 42% of their
respondents thought éﬁe TV story was incomplete. Tﬁé message seems
clear that scientists believed their work can not be explained adequately
with time constraints and space limitations that are too strict.
The resuits of ‘the attitude scale in this study are similar to

some of “the statements in both sa#veys was very similar; it—differed'
only in thaﬁiéhé referred to newspapers and one to television: On
thése gtatéméhts; the percentage of answers in the agree column were -
very close with only two excéptions. For the statement, "Most science
news reports (on TV) include misstatements of fact," 57% of the news.
paper respondents agreed but only 29.3% af the broadgast respondent 3
(if the categories of strongly agree and agree are‘combined). This
difference does not necessarily indicate that the scientists consider
television §G%%Fiai to newspapers in reporting science n%%s. One

of the other questions in the study indicates just the opposite.

Perhaps Tankard and Ryan got such a negative response because they
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suggested.so many types of errors that could occur (a list of 42).
The other difference was on a statement saying most science news
reports arestoo brief. Agreeing with that statement were 56% of the

—as

newspgjer respondents and 81.8% of the television respondents (again
ng agree and strongly agree): The scientists seem even un-

combin
happ1er w1th tehev1s1on s tenaency to boil down their research than
with the %EWSpapeC§, | _
It is_interesting to compare the scientists' perception of the -
accuracy of thyir stories with their attitude toward broadcast news

coverage of science. While 48.5% of the respondents said the story

in which they were cited was entirely accurate, only 1% strongly agreed

with the statement that “"Science news coverage on TV is generally

acclrate" and 34.3% indicated qualified agreement. This may be

pértiéiiy explained by the findings of researchers 1ike Dunwoody and

§f°tt that the sources think more highly of articles. in which they
.

are quoted than they do of coverage of science in general. : _

This study used crosstabulation to see if there were some

conﬁéctions between théfétéuiééy of the story and some of the poten-

tial problems in newsgathering c1ted in other research. ‘ Berry had

found that stories obtained from press releases were most accurate,
and Scan]on found that persona] interviews 1ed to,the Most errors.

M was more likely to lead to prob]ems in accuracy. Ngne of these factors
was related to aceciracy in the present study. It is cautioned here
that, despite our efforts, the returns was small; a better return

\\\‘-'//) might or m1ght not produce different results.

' I
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The background information on this survey's respondents re-
vealed 76.8% had been on network newscasts before; many of them
several times. It seems that broadcast journalists, 1ike their print
counterparts; tend to use the same sources over and over again. No
effort was made to see how well qualiied these sources were; but
future research may indicate thit one becomes an interviewee on the
21

network news on the basis of visibility rather than expertise.
The respondents also .said they believed magazines did the best

job of covering science news. This is consistent with other re-

search:. Dunwoody and Scott suggested the reason for the scientists'

r

where accuracy is vital. It is also clear that scientists would prefer
news reports that contain more information. Producers of television
would probably reply that what the scientists want is not necessarily
‘what the audiences want. The conflict between thg,scientists' desire
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interesting, easy-to-understand copy does not seem easily resolved,

and this conflict seems to be a problem in all journalistic media:

There does seem tofbé room for compromise in broadcasting. More use i
of minidocumentaries and magazine formats would provide more time for
explanations of scientific stories. If the interest in science continues
to increase, audiences may be more willing to look beneath the surface of
the more sensational sounding phrases with the help of trained reporters.

~ - - : . ’

22




: | FOOTNOTES

ETyde Z. Nunn; "Readersh1p and COVerage of Science and Tech<

noTogy in Newspapers;" Journaism Quarterly; 56:27-30 {1979).,

- 2Two recent examp]es are: Carey Go]dberg," TV Coverage of Con-
troversial Medical Issues;" TV Guide; Nov. 27, 1962; pp. 43-46; and
Edwin Diamond; “"Evaluating Network Coverage of AIDS," TV Guide,

Oct. 22; 1983; pp. 4-8.

D.C.: American Asgociation for the Advancement oF’Sc1ence, 1981) p. 22-23.
}
4M1tcheTT V. Charnley, "Preliminary Notes on a Study of* Newspaper
Acciracy ;" JournaT1sm Quarterly, 13:394-40 (1936)

) ’ .
R o 3Jene Goodf1e;é} RefTectTOns on Science and the Media (Wash1ngton,

5For more gnformation on accugacy research, see: Michael SingTétar&,

“"Accuracy in News Reporting: A Review of the Research,;" ANPA News Research
Report No. 25, Jan. 25, 1980. . .

_ 6M1chae1 Singletary and Richard Lipsky; "Accuracy in Ltocal TV News ;"
J0urna11sm anrterly, 54:363 (19?7)

$ 7M T1m0thy 0'Keefe, "The Mass Media as Sources of Medical Infor-

mation for Doctors," dournal;sm,QuarterAy, 47:99-100 (1970).

8Ph1111p J. Tichenor,; €larice N: 611en Annette Harr1son, and

George Donahue; "Mass Communication Systems and Cemmunication Accuracy

in Science News Reporting;" Journalism Quarterly, 47:673-83 (1970)

: 9Sharon Bunwoody and Byron T. Scott; "Scientists as Mass Med1a :
Sources;" dourpa11sm Quarterly, 59:52-9 (1982) =

, 10Robert Gordon Shepherd and Erick Goode, "Sc1ent1sts in the PopuTar‘
Press;" New Scientist, 76: 482 4 (1977)

and M1cha 1 Ryan, "News ‘Source Perceptions of .

— 113ames W. Tankard
erage," Journalism Quarterly, 51:219-25, 334 (1974):

~Accuracy of Science Co

» 12D Lynn Pulford, "Follow= Zup of Study of Scienge News Accuracy,
Journalism Quarterly; 53:119-21 (1976).

13Fred C. Berry, !
Da1T1es,“ Journal1snL
£

Wfs udy of Accuracy in ‘Local News Stories of Three
v, 44:482-90 (1967). Ly

"t

14W1kﬂ1am A; Tillinghast, V“Source Control and Evaluation of News~
~paper Inaccuracies,"” Newspaper,Research Journal; 3:13-23 (1982).

15Joseph T. ScanTon,r"A New Approach to the . Study of Newspada/j
[ v, 49:587-94 (1972).




-

16¢ '

Reporting," Journalism Quarterly, 55 345-6 (1978)

17F r a discussion of the differences between subjective and
objegti¥e errors, see Gary C. Lawrence and David L. Grey, "Subjective

Inaccuracies in LdEa] News Renort1ng," dcurnallsmgQuarterlg 46:753-7
(1969).

18T1TT\pgﬁas£; op: cit: B

lgFor a Canadian study of the public's percept1on of which med1um

is most dccurate, see C. Edward Wilson and E§§g1as M. SHoward zPub1;c
ter]_g, 5:73-76 (1978

Percept1on of Media Accuracy;" Journalism Q
20,

See Edward Jay ﬁpste1n, ﬂeﬁglfrom Nowhere.- (New York: Randem

\House, 1973) for hore discussion of how the networks gather news

\

21See Herbert J. Gans; Dec1d1ng What 's News (New York : Pantheon

Books, 1979) for morem&1scass1on 6?’how seurces are. sg]ected foP\
network news. ,

i

Y oa . ! R ‘

—
v

>l

24



